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We are told over and over again that 
French was once the lingua franca of  
the European intellectual elite and the 
nobility of  imperial Russia. Many who 
judge the relative importance of  the 
language have allowed this eighteenth-
century status to represent the pinnacle 
of  French linguistic prowess. For them, 
much of  what happened afterward was 
a steady decline towards insignifi cance.  
Recently, even the well-known linguist, 
John McWhorter, questioned whether 
French was an important language.1

The relative usefulness of  French has 
been an issue since at least 813, when 
church councils declared that priests 
should preach "in rusticam romanam 
linguam" (francien and other regional 
languages), because Latin was no lon-
ger understood by parishioners. In the 
fourteenth century, when communica-
tion was sorely needed in the fractured 
France of  the Hundred Years War, the 
French language (francien) took on its 
inter-regional identity, even the clerks 
no longer had consistent command of  
Latin. In 1539, François I issued the 
Ordonnance de  Villers-Cotterêts, because 
faulty interpretation of  Latin caused 
legal mishaps in courts of  regions 
dominated by different Gallo-romance 
languages. At the time of  the Revolu-
tion, it was estimated that only half  of  
France's residents could communicate 
in French.2

The status of  the language which a na-
tional government was counting on for 
vital communication was so shaky that 
a principal goal of  the public-school 
system established in 1792 was to teach 
the French language.  "Art. 3. Dans 
les contrés où l'on parle un idiome 
particulier, on enseignera à lire et à 
écrire en français; dans toutes les autres 
parties de l'instruction, l'enseignement 
se fera en même temps dans la langue 
française...."3  It is therefore laughable 
to think of  this time as the pinnacle of  
French linguistic prowess.
There has to be a better way of  assess-
ing the relative usefulness of  French. 
In the twenty-fi rst century, the lan-
guage of  small clusters of  intellectuals 
and wealthy nobles, but not the major-
ity of  people in its country of  origin, 
would be unimpressive, to say the least.  

Measuring the ever-expanding uses of  
French in the lives of  the 99% and the 
width of  its geographic distribution on 
fi ve continents could give us a legiti-
mate notion of  its relative importance. 
This was the idea behind the research 
that led to the web resource.4

Here, the ranks assigned to French, 
within different functions and in differ-
ent geographical regions, may vary with 
the assessor, with time, or with general 
and predicted growth of  the actual 
numbers of  French speakers.  The pic-
ture that emerges is one of  a language 
whose relative importance, based on 
every-day life, a vital and growing pres-
ence, is assured.
"How French is Ranked" is now linked 
to the AATF's fi rst advocacy web site, 
where links are selected to present ar-
guments and data in support of  French 
programs.5
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